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OMBUDSMAN’S FOREWORD
A growing amount of EWOV’s resources are spent helping Victorians who can’t pay their bills, face or have been 
disconnected or are being pursued by debt collectors. In the last five years our credit cases increased by 207%, 
and as a proportion of EWOV’s overall cases grew from 16% to 21% over the last financial year1, and represented 
25% of our cases from July to December 2014. These numbers concern me. I believe that this trend will 
continue unless some fundamental changes are made to industry practice and appropriate responses are 
made by government and within the regulatory framework to address affordability.
However, while the proportion of EWOV credit cases is growing, I also recognise the good work 
that companies are doing to reduce overall complaints. Our case receipt has slowed significantly 
over the last 12 months2. I’d welcome an equivalent drop in affordability-related cases and hope 
that this report provides some useful insight and guidance about how to manage affordability 
complaints before they reach my office.
Over the last 12 months, it is clear from my discussions with our stakeholders and 
through the public policy conversations we are having about affordability that this issue 
is a challenge we must address together and in collaboration. The industry faces an undoubtedly difficult task in 
addressing growing affordability and providing the supply of an essential service, with its objective to maximise 
its economic returns in the market. Government and regulators are alarmed by the high number of energy 
disconnections in Victoria and are developing strategies to ensure that companies are providing the appropriate 
level of support to assist customers and keep them on supply3. The community sector is struggling to cope with 
the number of people wanting to access their services, such as financial counselling4, at a time when funding for 
projects is uncertain5. They are concerned that low-income and vulnerable consumers are “falling through the 
cracks”6 and are not getting the support they need. 
For its part, EWOV has responded by allocating an increasing amount of our staff resources into helping 
customers with affordability issues to reach sustainable outcomes with their company. We also recently 
published our new quarterly Affordability Report7 which provides a regular update on our affordability case data, 
such as payment difficulties, disconnections and restrictions, and debt collection. We received feedback that this 
report is useful in giving our stakeholders timely data, analysis and insight into the affordability cases and trends 
we are seeing.  However, it became apparent that there is a need for us to take a closer look at our energy and 
water affordability cases.  Due to the growing interest, we decided that a research project was necessary to 
critically examine the reasons behind the increasing case numbers.
Our research found that there are five areas where companies could do more to assist customers – the provision 
of effective hardship support, making sustainable payment plans, improving communications and customer 
engagement, providing better customer support before disconnecting and restricting supply and taking more 
reasonable debt collection action. This paper critically explores these topics and provides a selection of case 
studies to illustrate the experiences of both customers and energy and water companies. Also, our conclusion 
suggests some collaborative action that could be taken by companies, government and regulators to help solve 
the problem of growing affordability.
1 See EWOV’s 2014 Annual Report - http://www.ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2014-annual-report 
2 See Res Online 10 (February 2015) - http://www.ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/res-online-no.10-feb-2015
3  See the Essential Services Commission’s Terms of reference - inquiry into best practice financial hardship programs of retailers - http://www.esc.vic.
gov.au/Energy/Energy-Hardship-Review/Terms-of-reference-Inquiry-into-best-practice-fina
4 See ABC News’ Families in outer Melbourne suburbs struggling to pay bills and put food on the table, survey finds which reports that Kildonan 
UnitingCare told the ABC that demand for financial help had increased more than 100% in the last year - http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-23/out-
er-melbourne-households-struggling-to-pay-for-bills-and-food/5899852
5 See, Financial Counselling Australia’s media release Funding for Financial Counselling Australia Uncertain (23 December 2014) - http://financialcoun-
sellingaustralia.org.au/Corporate/News/Funding-for-Financial-Counselling-Australia-Uncert
6 See the Foreword on page 5, Financial and Consumer Rights Council’s Rank the Energy Retailer Report (August 2014), http://www.fcrc.org.au/
fcrc-releases-rank-the-energy-retailer-report/ 
7 See EWOV’s quarterly Affordability Report (February 2015) - http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/affordability-report-feb-2015
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I understand that addressing affordability and hardship is a complex challenge and recognise the substantial work 
that energy and water companies are doing in this space. EWOV faces this complexity on a daily basis. It is also a 
challenge for government and regulators, so I am pleased by the recently announced state government inquiry 
into best practice financial hardship programs8. I’m confident that through the regular sharing and analysing 
of our extensive case knowledge EWOV can play an important part in helping us work together to address the 
growing problem of energy and water affordability.
Cynthia Gebert
Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)
8 See the Essential Services Commission’s Terms of reference - inquiry into best practice financial hardship programs of retailers - http://www.esc.vic.
gov.au/Energy/Energy-Hardship-Review/Terms-of-reference-Inquiry-into-best-practice-fina
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INTRODUCTION
Why write a research paper?
EWOV receives and resolves customer complaints about a wide variety of Victorian energy and water issues. In 
May 2014, we registered our 500,000th case – giving us a wealth of complaint data and insight into the customer 
experience. Since EWOV’s inception in 1995, a key role of the scheme has been the sharing and dissemination 
of our case data with our stakeholders. Each year we distribute 21 editions of our regular publications9. As well as 
our Annual Report, each quarter we produce Res Online, our Marketing and Transfer Report, our Solar and Smart 
Meter Report, our new Affordability Report and Connect (a digital newsletter for community agencies).
Stakeholders value our publications because they contain timely complaint data, expert analysis of case trends 
and set out real customer stories through case studies. However, we believe we can further add to the public 
policy landscape by producing research papers which critically examine a current and topical complaint trend 
in more comprehensive detail. Our stakeholders have told us that there is a need for a deeper analysis of EWOV 
cases and they welcome the opportunity to understand more about the complaint experience of Victorian 
energy and water customers.
Why affordability?
Due to the growing community interest in energy and water affordability, it was clear to us that this should be the 
subject of this research paper. We are hopeful that the sharing of EWOV’s extensive case knowledge will assist 
our stakeholders to address energy and water affordability, ultimately reducing complaints to EWOV.
We know that there are increasing challenges for industry in helping their customers pay their bills and supporting 
them on financial hardship programs. There are important policy considerations for government and regulators 
in deciding how to frame consumer protections and monitor hardship support, particularly in the competitive 
energy retail market. There are also stresses on community sector resources as more people need help with 
managing their energy and water costs, while organisational and project funding can be difficult to secure. And 
significantly, the proportion of EWOV affordability-related complaints is growing, as more and more Victorians 
need our help to resolve their complaint, pay their bills and stay on supply.
What are the paper’s objectives?
The paper’s purpose is to share information about EWOV affordability cases with our stakeholders, without 
any advocacy or policy objectives. In broad terms, the research paper aims to inform about the experience 
of Victorian energy and water customers who have had difficulty paying their bills, faced imminent or actual 
disconnection or restriction, or had debt collection issues, and have contacted their company and EWOV for 
assistance.
This paper is published on the EWOV website and a summary of its research findings have been sent to state and 
federal energy ministers, regulatory bodies, government departments, the energy and water industries, consumer 
advocacy groups, community organisations and other Ombudsmen schemes.
9 All of EWOV’s publications can be accessed at www.ewov.com.au
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What is the paper’s research scope?
The research project was undertaken through a comprehensive desktop review of EWOV cases to identify 
and explore the issues that customers and companies encountered when attempting to resolve affordability 
problems. EWOV case data was the primary data source for our research and the basis for the paper’s in-depth 
analysis. Water cases are about 3% of the total EWOV cases, so our research tended to focus more on energy 
retailers that administer financial hardship support.
We also interviewed EWOV staff who specialise in handling affordability complaints, analysed our systemic issues 
cases, reviewed our regular publications and looked at EWOV’s public policy submissions.
The paper is based on what we understand about affordability from the cases we receive. It does not examine 
the wider, complex social, economic and policy reasons for financial hardship and the costs of energy and water.
How is the paper structured?
At the beginning of the paper we provide “the big picture” which serves as a graphical summary of the paper’s 
key research findings and affordability case data. We then examine five areas where we believe companies 
can make improvements in the way they handle customers with payment problems – customer engagement, 
financial hardship programs, payment plans, disconnections and restrictions, and debt collection. Finally, the 
conclusion looks at some actions energy and water companies, government and regulators can take to improve 
their engagement with customers in financial hardship.
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EWOV case numbers have been 
dropping over the past 12 months, 
and companies have been working to 
improve customer outcomes. This 
research paper provides details on 
five areas:
Better communications and customer 
engagement
Some companies need to develop and improve 
their internal and external communications to 
be better focused on customer engagement, 
customer relationship building, and making 
improvements to company procedures.
Providing more eective hardship 
support
EWOV is concerned that some energy 
companies are not providing eective and 
accessible assistance to customers with 
payment diculties - inflexible hardship 
programs, inadequate energy eciency support, 
and the creation of pre-requisites for entry to 
hardship programs.
The need for sustainable payment plans
Companies are not eectively assessing a 
customer’s “capacity to pay”, resulting in 
unrealistic and unsustainable payment plans. 
Sometimes energy companies require 
customers to show a “willingness to pay” before 
provision of hardship support or require a 
significant payment before reconnecting supply.
More customer support before 
disconnecting and restricting supply
Sometimes companies are not providing 
customers with an appropriate level of hardship 
support before disconnecting or restricting their 
supply for an unpaid account and are putting 
conditions on reconnection. The proportion of 
Wrongful Disconnection Payments which are 
payable supports this view.
The growth in debt collection
We have seen a significant increase in debt 
collection cases over the past four years, when 
early intervention together with eective 
provision of financial hardship support would 
have been a better option for customer 
engagement and payment.
EWOV critically explores these topics and 
suggests some collaborative action that 
could be taken by energy and water 
companies, government and regulators to 
help address the problem of growing 
aordability.
The full research paper is available is on 
EWOV’s website – www.ewov.com.au.
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BETTER COMMUNICATIONS AND CUSTOMER 
ENGAGEMENT
Retailers need to develop and improve their internal and external communications to 
focus on more effective customer engagement and relationship building.
It is our daily experience that some customers can be difficult to help. Sometimes customers find it hard to 
explain their issue, may appear elusive, can seem confused, and present as distressed or angry. This raises a 
customer service challenge for EWOV requiring us to draw on our extensive dispute resolution expertise and 
relationship skills. When somebody is struggling to pay their bills, these customer service challenges may be 
more apparent.
As Victorian energy customers complain more, these challenges become greater. The recent Essential Services 
Commission (ESC) Energy Retailers Comparative Performance Report – Customer Service (2013-14) revealed 
a 42% annual increase in complaints from electricity customers and a 41% increase in complaints from gas 
customers compared to 2012-1310. Interestingly, in 2013-14, energy retail cases to EWOV rose by a lesser degree 
– 7% for electricity cases11 and 21% for natural gas cases12. This suggests that energy retailers are achieving some 
success in managing complaints that might otherwise go to EWOV.
In researching our cases, we determined that there are three areas where energy and water companies could 
make improvements to their communications and customer relationships – within the contact centre, within 
financial hardship teams and in intra-company communications. However, the good news is that we believe 
there are achievable and practical means to deal with these shortcomings and better help customers with 
affordability problems. 
Communication with the contact centre
The first interaction most customers have with their energy and water company is through the company’s 
contact centre. While this is a successful experience for most people, our role and function entails that most 
customers contact us after they are dissatisfied with the service they received.
On 5 March 2015, we released our “Can I speak with a manager?” – an analysis of energy and water company 
performance in handling your complaint report13 where we surveyed 1,608 customers by email and phone about 
their experiences with their energy and water companies. The survey found that 62% of customers gave their 
company more than three hours of their time to resolve their complaint before contacting EWOV and most 
people (51%) gave their company over a month to fix their issue. This suggests that most customers are prepared 
to be patient and fair in addressing complaints with their company before needing to contact us.
In listening to customers describe their past contact centre experiences, we have found that customer service 
issues can be categorised as either procedural or relational based, and often fall within the connection between 
both issues. Crucially, we’ve seen in our cases that both types of service issues cause disproportionate problems 
for customers in financial hardship.
10 See page four, Energy Retailers Comparative Performance Report - Customer Service (2013-14) http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/Energy/Energy-retail-per-
formance-reports/Energy-Retailers-Comparative-Performance-Report-Pr
11 See page 39, EWOV 2014 Annual Report - http://www.ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2014-annual-report
12 See page 45, EWOV 2014 Annual Report - http://www.ewov.com.au/publications-and-media/2014-annual-report
13 See http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/idr-report-mar-2015
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CASE STUDY
The customer’s gas supply was disconnected despite clear indications of hardship, contact from a 
financial counsellor, Utility Relief Grant Scheme forms being sent out and the customer’s belief she had 
an ongoing payment plan from her previous property (2014/41123)
Issue
The customer was unhappy that there were problems with her payment plan when she believed she was 
on her retailer’s hardship program, causing her gas supply to be disconnected. She said she believed she 
was on an ongoing payment plan of $25 a fortnight on her gas account, despite her account arrears.
 
She said she was a day late in making a payment, so notified the retailer of this after the fact. She was told 
that her payment plan was not registered in its billing system and she must pay $61 a fortnight. She could 
not afford this amount. She received a disconnection warning notice so called the retailer in late August 
2014. She believed that she had been put back onto its hardship support program and the disconnection 
was cancelled, but on 4 September 2014, her gas supply was disconnected and she was unable to 
negotiate a reconnection.
On 10 September 2014, she contacted EWOV. We arranged for the same day reconnection of her gas 
supply and registered an Investigation into the matter.
EWOV’s Investigation
Our investigation established that the customer contacted the retailer on 25 August 2014, after she 
received a disconnection warning notice. She discussed her affordability issues with the retailer and it 
agreed to stop the gas disconnection. However, it appeared from the retailer’s records, that a manual 
system input error had meant that the disconnection was not cancelled.
The customer moved house in early December 2013, but remained with the same retailer. At this time, 
she believed she was still on the retailer’s hardship program and continuing with a $25 a fortnight 
payment plan. However, she had been removed from the program on 10 December 2013 for missing her 
regular payments. 
Since moving house she made several minimal ad hoc payments to her gas account for her new 
property. The retailer acknowledged that the customer made several calls to it in the months before 
disconnection about whether an Utility Relief Grant (URGS) was available, but it did not assess her 
capacity to pay or offer hardship program support. In June 2014, the customer’s financial counsellor also 
contacted the retailer to negotiate a payment arrangement and discuss the URGS. The retailer then sent 
the customer the URGS forms and the grant was applied to her account on 28 July 2014. EWOV believed 
that there were reasonable indicators and opportunities for the retailer to think that the customer needed 
assistance, yet it was not provided.
We assessed whether a WDP was payable to the customer.
“She discussed 
her affordability 
issues with the 
retailer and 
it agreed to 
stop the gas 
disconnection. 
However... a 
manual system 
input error had 
meant that the 
disconnection 
was not 
cancelled.”
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Outcome
The retailer apologised for mistakenly not cancelling the gas disconnection process and applied $100 to 
the customer’s account to recognise this error.
The retailer placed the customer on its hardship program with a payment plan of $25 a fortnight on her 
gas account and $30 a fortnight for electricity, to be regularly reviewed. Under the program it agreed to 
undertake a free home energy audit and provide a direct hardship team contact. It also agreed to a debt 
waiver of $500, reducing her gas account balance to $968.
In assessing the WDP, the retailer acknowledged that it did not place the customer on its hardship 
program and establish a payment plan when it should have. Accordingly, the gas disconnection did not 
comply with the requirements of the Energy Retail Code and the retailer paid a WDP of $1,781.77 to the 
customer’s account, representing just over seven days off-supply.
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Improve customer relationships
Contact centre staff were often described as being unhelpful because they did not have enough knowledge 
about the customer’s concerns and were unable to spend time finding out. Sometimes customers described 
how staff would dismiss their questions by saying they couldn’t offer further help or that it wasn’t their problem. 
In the context of affordability, customers tell EWOV that staff would not listen or understand their payment 
concerns or financial circumstances, but rather follow impersonal scripts and company processes. It appears 
that sometimes staff show a lack of empathy to customers and are unskilled in building working rapport to help 
resolve affordability problems. Customers often tell us that they feel they are not being listened to.
In 2011, the ESC released its response to a study by Hall and Partners | Open Mind who the ESC engaged to 
examine the experience of customers in financial difficulty when dealing with energy and water companies. The 
ESC stated that:
The report emphasises the importance of good customer service as the basis for the provision of hardship 
assistance by businesses... Businesses which build on the simple elements of customer service, including by 
demonstrating an ability to understand a customer’s individual circumstances and target support and advice 
accordingly, were generally perceived favourably by customers14. 
We strongly support this view and hope that energy and water companies work towards providing a more 
customised service, based on a deeper understanding of each customer’s individual affordability circumstances.
Improve company procedures
The service problems faced by customers are not just about the person they talk to, but a consequence of a 
company’s policy, procedures and staff training – conditions that could be remedied. Customers often describe 
to EWOV their problems with accessibility, such as having difficulty getting through by telephone or being left 
on hold for too long, and when they do get through, not being able to speak to the right person who can help 
them, such as a supervisor, manager or specialist.
In EWOV’s “Can I speak with a manager?” report15, 32% of energy customers surveyed were refused a referral 
to a higher level contact at their company, such as a manager or specialist, after making a request. Only 7% of 
surveyed customers stated that their complaint was proactively referred by contact centre staff to a higher level 
within the company.
In the context of affordability, we sometimes find that contact centre staff do not make referrals to their 
company’s hardship team or specialists, despite indications of payment difficulties. The practice is to wait for the 
customer to self-identify as being in need by asking their company for support. We believe that by avoiding early 
engagement and supporting customers having payment difficulties, energy retailers are contributing to future 
problems for themselves and their customers. Customers will accrue larger debts which may affect a company’s 
cash-flow and generate unnecessary expenses on debt recovery.
14  See page three, ESC’s Response to Hall and Partners | Open Mind Report - Customers of Water and Energy Providers in Financial Hardship: a 
Customer Perspective - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/Water/Improving-approaches-to-customer-financial-hardshi/Commission-response-to-Hall-Part-
ners-Open-Mind-rep
15 See http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/idr-report-mar-2015
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EWOV systemic issue – system errors result in cancelled payment plans (SI/2013/36)
We identified a systemic issue where customers had received a letter from their energy retailer informing 
them that their payment plan had been cancelled and demanding full payment of their account, or debt 
collection would occur. 
The retailer explained how after a computer systems upgrade, some staff were incorrectly using a 
payment arrangement function in its system for the purpose of putting customer accounts on hold. This 
was an incorrect use of the function and not the approved company process. It resulted in payment 
arrangements being cancelled within the retailer’s system and associated letters being sent to customers. 
The retailer addressed the issue by restoring any affected payment plans, training its contact centre staff 
in the correct procedures to follow and contacting affected customers.
Communication within financial hardship teams
Dealing with the complex human circumstances raised by affordability often benefits from a personable and 
sensitive approach tailored to an individual situation. During our investigations we sometimes find that customer 
affordability could have been better dealt with if the company adopted more flexible and intuitive methods when 
dealing with the customer, rather than a heavy reliance on company policies and processes, which can often be 
delivered without any rapport. 
It’s useful to recognise that a hardship team’s role is about help and support, which is best achieved with 
an empathetic communication style and adaptable approach, augmented by the formal hardship support 
requirements set out in the Energy Retail Code. We suggest that this practice will improve the quality and 
effectiveness of the hardship team, provide better customer service and reduce unnecessary collection costs.
South East Water’s Solutions On Tap
South East Water has produced a user-friendly and accessible web portal for its Solutions On Tap 
hardship program. It provides direct customer information and resources about support that customers 
can ‘tap’ into, such as payment plans, financial counselling, the Utility Relief Grant Scheme and free 
Waterwise appliance check-ups. 
There’s also a personalised online account management tool, mysoutheastwater, which customers can 
use to monitor and manage their water usage, bills and payments.
www.solutionsontap.com.au
Intra-company communications
It is evident that problems arise for customers when there are ineffective communications within energy retailers, 
such as between hardship and collection teams. This issue is apparent at a company systems level and at a 
personal staff level.
Some examples of intra-company failures include:
• Contact centre staff not referring customers to their company’s hardship team, when there are clear 
indications of affordability problems.
• Contact centre staff pushing customers through to the debt collections area, when customers would 
benefit from hardship assistance.
• Debt collection activity being undertaken while a customer is being supported within a hardship program.
• Collections staff not considering whether the customer needs hardship program support.
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CASE STUDY
The energy retailer mistakenly managed the customer through its collections team after she had missed 
payments while on its hardship program (2014/29224)
Issue
The customer was unhappy with the way her retailer had handled her affordability problems, feeling that 
representatives were rude and unsympathetic, and the retailer acted unreasonably by removing her from 
its hardship program.
She had a payment plan on her gas account for $80 a fortnight while on the retailer’s hardship 
program. She missed some payments and was contacted by a retailer representative. She said calls kept 
disconnecting, she was transferred to different departments and one automated call was received at 
4.30am. She later received a disconnection warning notice for about $2,000, so contacted EWOV.
Her complaint was resolved quickly at the EWOV Real Time Resolution level by putting her back on the 
retailer’s hardship program with an $80 a fortnight payment plan and sending her URGS forms. However, 
she recontacted us because the retailer sent her a letter stating that because she had missed a single 
scheduled $80 payment she had been removed from its hardship program. She believed she had made 
the payment so contacted the retailer to provide it with a receipt. She was told that she should pay the 
full account balance of $2,500. She asked to be referred to the hardship team where she spoke with a 
man who she felt was rude, asked intrusive questions and was unsympathetic to her situation. She was 
told that her $80 a fortnight arrangement was no longer available to her. 
We raised the matter as an Investigation.
EWOV’s Investigation
The retailer responded by suggesting that the customer had spoken with the company’s collections 
department, rather than its hardship team. It apologised for this mistaken referral and the unsatisfactory 
nature of the interaction. The retailer offered to reopen the customer’s payment plan and hardship 
support.
Outcome
The retailer reinstated the customer on its hardship program with an $80 a fortnight payment plan. It also 
arranged free financial counselling, advice on energy savings, a direct contact in its hardship team and 
information on government assistance, including URGS. It credited the customer’s account with $100 for 
the inconvenience caused to her, leaving a gas account balance of about $2,500.
“...the customer 
had spoken with 
the company’s 
collections 
department, 
rather than its 
hardship team. 
It apologised for 
this mistaken 
referral and the 
unsatisfactory 
nature of the 
interaction.”
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Are increasing customer contacts an indication of failing standards?
Over the last five years, EWOV’s case data suggests that customers are increasingly giving their energy and water 
companies more opportunities to resolve their complaint before contacting us for assistance. In EWOV’s “Can I 
speak with a manager?” report16, 78% of the surveyed customers had three or more contacts with their energy or 
water company before deciding to contact us. 
Similarly, in EWOV affordability cases there is a trend towards customers having five or more contacts with their 
company before contacting us. In the five years from 2009-10 to 2013-14, the proportion of customers having 
five or more contacts increased from 14% to 31%. It is difficult to draw conclusions from this data, but it may 
suggest that customers are both giving companies more chances and that companies are taking too long to 
fix the problem. We are hopeful that this indicator does not point to a decline in customer service standards, 
disproportionately affecting customers with affordability issues – if it does, then maintained engagement will be 
more difficult, debt will accumulate and there will be delays in providing useful hardship support. 
FIGURE 1
Credit cases – number of customer contacts before contacting EWOV
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16 See http://www.ewov.com.au/reports/idr-report-mar-2015
“Over the last 
four years, 
EWOV’s case 
data suggests 
that customers 
are increasingly 
giving their 
energy and water 
companies more 
opportunities 
to resolve their 
complaint before 
contacting us for 
assistance.”
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PROVIDING MORE EFFECTIVE HARDSHIP SUPPORT
EWOV is concerned that some energy retailers are not providing effective and accessible 
assistance to customers with payment difficulties.
Our investigation of affordability complaints suggests that energy retailers are sometimes failing customers by not 
providing the full financial hardship support provisions in the Energy Retail Code. We’ve noticed that some energy 
retailers have inflexible hardship programs, do not provide successful energy efficiency support, and create pre-
requisites before allowing customers onto their hardship programs.
Under the harmonised Energy Retail Code, customers on a retailer’s hardship program must be provided 
with a payment plan based on their “capacity to pay”, account arrears and expected energy use for the 
next 12 months17, and be given equitable access to:
• details of financial counselling services
• information about programs to help with energy efficiency, including the possibility of a home energy 
audit18.
Inflexible hardship programs
EWOV’s affordability Investigations show that different energy retailers take different approaches to providing 
hardship assistance to their customers. This is an understandable consequence, as while all retailers must 
follow the Energy Retail Code requirements, each retailer has its own procedures and practices to implement 
these obligations. However, we have noticed prevalence towards “processing” customers rather than reviewing 
their individual circumstances to provide tailored and sustainable support. For example, sometimes we’ve seen 
retailers remove customers from hardship programs for isolated incidents, such as missing a regular payment or 
not seeing a financial counsellor. 
While the support is valuable when a customer is engaged with the program, the challenge for retailers is 
maintaining engagement so that the customer can build their payment capacity and adjust their energy habits. 
This approach will help reduce the number of complaints reaching us.
17 See Clause 72 of the Essential Services Commission’s Energy Retail Code (version 11) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/bd6bae17-f639-
4c68-a5dc-a4de803a48ae/Energy-Retail-Code-Version-11-January-2015.pdf
18 See Clause 71B of the Essential Services Commission’s Energy Retail Code (version 11) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/bd6bae17-f639-
4c68-a5dc-a4de803a48ae/Energy-Retail-Code-Version-11-January-2015.pdf
“...the challenge 
for retailers is 
maintaining 
engagement so 
that the customer 
can build their 
payment capacity 
and adjust their 
energy habits.”
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CASE STUDY
The energy retailer was late to engage the customer in its hardship program and eventually refused to 
provide any further support (2013/29023)
Issue
The customer contacted EWOV because she had high electricity account arrears of about $5,000 and 
was concerned that her supply would be disconnected. She said she had several conversations with 
her retailer about her payment difficulties and asked it to send her a Utility Relief Grant Scheme (URGS) 
form so she could apply for this government grant. She told us that the retailer would only send her the 
form after she had visited a financial counsellor. She said she then visited the financial counsellor and 
recontacted her retailer, however the retailer refused to send her the URGS forms as it had sent them 
twice previously without them being returned. She had a second financial counselling appointment 
arranged for a few weeks’ time.
The customer was a single parent of six children, from a newborn to a 16 year-old, and lived in a large 
Office of Housing property.
After several discussions with her retailer the customer contacted EWOV for assistance. She was 
concerned that her electricity would soon be disconnected, and wanted to establish a payment plan she 
could afford and to receive another URGS form. We used our Vulnerable and Disadvantaged Customer 
Policy and Procedure to identify the customer as having significant affordability issues, so the complaint 
was immediately managed as an Investigation.
EWOV’s Investigation
Responding to our investigation, the retailer said that it had previously provided the customer with 
support on its hardship program, but after three broken payment plans over almost two years it removed 
the customer from the program and referred her to its debt collection area. It also stated that it sent 
URGS forms to the customer on three occasions, but they were never returned for processing. The 
retailer informed EWOV that it would now send the forms to the customer’s financial counsellor. It also 
offered the customer a payment plan of $200 a fortnight, but would not reinstate her onto its hardship 
program; rather, it suggested that she find another retailer and it would seek payment of her debt.
Our investigation found that early on, the customer had clear indicators of financial hardship, of which 
the retailer should have been aware:
• very high domestic electricity use over two years, consistent non-payment of bills and the sending of 
reminder and disconnection notices
• she was an Office Of Housing tenant
• she received Centrelink support
• the only payment to the account was $1,000 made a year previously to avoid disconnection.
Despite these early indications of financial difficulty, the retailer did not take proactive steps to engage 
with the customer. It only provided hardship program support after three disconnection warning notice 
cycles and the accrual of more than $3,000 in arrears. Once the retailer did engage the customer, it 
provided hardship support, including an over-the-phone energy audit, details of an external financial 
counsellor and a payment plan of $30 a week.
“The retailer... 
only provided 
the customer 
with hardship 
program support 
after three 
disconnection 
warning notice 
cycles and the 
accrual of more 
than $3,000 in 
arrears.”
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Over about three years, when the customer was with the retailer, it made several disconnection attempts, 
each of which were cancelled after contact with customer. At one point, the retailer removed the 
customer from its hardship program and sought a payment of $4,042 to avoid the imminent electricity 
disconnection.
During the investigation, we had discussions with the customer’s financial counsellor to understand the 
customer’s circumstances and ensure that she had ongoing assistance.
EWOV’s independent Technical Consultant and Financial Assessor visited the customer’s home and 
provided her with some energy savings recommendations and household budgeting advice. The energy 
audit identified several areas where the customer could reduce her energy use:
• The more efficient use of a spilt cycle heating/cooling unit. The appliance was used continuously 
while the customer’s mother was temporarily staying with her.
• The customer’s excessive use of a clothes dryer contributed to the household’s high electricity 
consumption. We advised that, where possible, the customer hang her washing outside to dry or use 
the clothes dryer predominantly during off-peak hours.
• There was high use of several flat-screen televisions within the house.  She was advised to consider 
using fewer televisions and turn them off at the wall to prevent the additional standby power load. 
• She should use only one freezer/fridge where possible and unplug unused fridges. 
• She could use the washing machine on a cold cycle to help to reduce her overall energy 
consumption.
• The household previously had a tropical fish tank which used large amounts of electricity.
EWOV provided broad household budgeting advice and information about the Victorian Government’s 
MoneyHelp19 initiative and the Australian Government’s Home Energy Saver Scheme20. We advised that 
with a combination of changes to the customer’s expenditure and her household energy habits, over six 
months the customer could increase her fortnightly payments from $60 to $80 and reduce her ongoing 
electricity use.
Outcome
The retailer put the customer back on its hardship program and followed EWOV’s recommendation by 
providing the customer with a payment plan of $60 a fortnight to be increased to $80 a fortnight in six 
months. The retailer provided the direct contact details of a member of its hardship team and sent the 
customer another URGS form. The customer’s account balance was $5,053.41.
19 See http://www.moneyhelp.org.au/
20 See https://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/communities-and-vulnerable-people/programs-services/financial-management-program/home-en-
ergy-saver-scheme/home-energy-saver-scheme
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AGL’s Affordability Initiative
In December 2014, AGL announced its new $6 million Affordability Initiative21 to enhance the support it 
provides customers with affordability problems. The extra funds will be spent nationally over three years. 
It stated that it has been listening to the concerns of the community sector and recognised that there 
needs to be better early intervention to help customers struggling financially. As part of its initiative, AGL 
committed to:
• better and earlier identification of ‘at-risk’ customers
• improving the accessibility of support information and advice for customers
• improving the training of employees to manage vulnerable customers and deal with energy 
affordability issues
• introducing a dedicated phone line and email address for financial counsellors and community 
workers to access AGL hardship specialists
• allocating funding to support payment incentives, independent financial counselling services, home 
energy audits and the provision of energy efficiency appliances.
Inadequate energy efficiency support
Our case research suggests that sometimes retailers have not provided customers on hardship programs with 
over-the-phone energy efficiency advice and rarely arrange their own home energy audits. We are unsure of 
the reasons for this. It is fundamental to addressing affordability and finding a long-term payment arrangement 
that customers have an informed understanding of their energy use to help minimise their bills and exposure to 
debt. It is therefore alarming that energy efficiency advice isn’t always being provided to customers with payment 
difficulties.
In the Financial and Consumer Rights Council’s recent Rank the Energy Retailer Report (August 2014), financial 
counsellors marked the big three energy retailers as “poor” in providing information about energy audits and the 
Utility Relief Grant Scheme – services external to their hardship programs22.
EWOV’s case handling indicates that in many cases a combination of over-the-phone energy efficiency 
advice and brochures are used to inform customers of their energy habits. Free home energy audits are rarely 
undertaken. In the ESC’s recent Energy Retailers Comparative Performance Report – Customer Service (2013-
14)23 only two retailers reported that they had carried out free energy field audits for customers in 2013-1424. The 
report also showed that the number of free energy field audits had halved (down 49%) in the last two years25.
We’ve noticed that a common method of providing customers with a home audit was making a referral to the 
Australian Government’s Home Energy Saver Scheme (HESS), delivered in Victoria by Kildonan UnitingCare. 
It started in 2012 and closed on 30 June 2014 when the government ceased funding the program. The HESS 
program offered “information about easy and affordable ways to use less energy in the home, one-on-one 
budgeting assistance, information on rebates and assistance and further advice, advocacy and support”26.
21 See http://www.agl.com.au/about-agl/media-centre/article-list/2014/december/articleagl-commits-$6-million-to-support-its-most-vulnerable-cus-
tomers
22 See page 19, Financial and Consumer Rights Council’s Rank the Energy Retailer Report (August 2014), http://www.fcrc.org.au/fcrc-releas-
es-rank-the-energy-retailer-report/
23 See page 12, Energy Retailers Comparative Performance Report - Customer Service (2013-14) http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/Energy/Energy-retail-per-
formance-reports/Energy-Retailers-Comparative-Performance-Report-Pr
24 The ESC’s report acknowledged that some other retailers were unable to provide this information citing privacy restrictions on behalf of their energy 
auditors.
25 See page 13, Energy Retailers Comparative Performance Report - Customer Service (2013-14) http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/Energy/Energy-retail-per-
formance-reports/Energy-Retailers-Comparative-Performance-Report-Pr
26 See page 11, Kildonan Annual Report 2013 - http://www.kildonan.org.au/media-and-publications/strategic-plans-and-annual-reports/
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This program was considered by many retailers, especially the medium and smaller sized ones, as the “go-to” 
energy efficiency referral agency for customers with payment difficulties. External community bodies are often 
under-resourced and vulnerable to changes in government funding, and have extensive customer waiting lists. 
Customers have told us that HESS was helpful in providing energy information and often acted as a go-between 
with their company. Its cessation leaves an obvious support gap.
We understand that a similar scheme has not taken the place of HESS, and so we are concerned about the 
current quality of energy efficiency advice being provided, particularly by smaller retailers. Currently, there are 
concerns in the community sector that government funding to community services will be cut, meaning that 
energy efficiency projects and financial counselling resources are at risk27.
The decline in effective energy efficiency projects should be addressed through a collaborative strategy involving 
industry and government, working closely with the community sector. We believe that the government should 
commit to new funding for HESS-like projects, as such initiatives have proven to help customers understand their 
energy use, reduce costs and receive affordability support. An opportunity also presents for energy retailers to 
refresh their energy efficiency programs and home audits, removing much of this cost burden from the mostly 
government-funded community sector. 
27 See, Financial Counselling Australia’s media release Funding for Financial Counselling Australia Uncertain (23 December 2014) - http://financial-
counsellingaustralia.org.au/Corporate/News/Funding-for-Financial-Counselling-Australia-Uncert
“Customers have 
told us that HESS 
was helpful in 
providing energy 
information and 
often acted as a 
go-between with 
their company. 
Its cessation 
leaves an obvious 
support gap.”
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CASE STUDY
The difficulty in providing sustainable financial hardship support to a customer with chronic affordability 
problems (2014/28922)
Issue
The customer’s social worker contacted EWOV, unhappy that the customer received an electricity 
disconnection warning notice for his account balance of about $15,000 and had been unable to 
negotiate an affordable payment plan. The retailer told the customer he would need to pay $1,300 a 
fortnight to avoid the disconnection. The customer said he could only afford $50 a fortnight.
The customer and his wife were in chronic financial hardship – defaulting on their mortgage and other 
debts. The customer’s only income was a Centrelink Carer Allowance and his wife’s Disability Support 
Pension. Over about eight years, the retailer had supported the customer on its hardship program on-
and-off, yet the electricity account arrears continued to grow and ongoing payments were not made. 
The customer received an URGS about a year previously. 
The complaint was handled as an Investigation due to the customer’s special circumstances and high 
arrears. 
EWOV’s Investigation
The retailer had not received any account payments for over three years, which led to the high account 
balance and disconnection process. The retailer contended that the customer had been removed from 
the hardship program six times because he had not maintained the agreed payment plans, established for 
amounts between $50 and $100 a fortnight. 
Over the years, the customer was sent multiple letters about energy savings advice and the availability 
of financial counselling, however he had not been provided with a home energy audit or a face-to-face 
budgeting assessment and advice.
The customer and his wife had a number of fixed expenses including mortgage repayments, high fuel 
and car costs (they lived in a remote rural area), medicine and special dietary costs, and loan repayments 
for essential household appliances.
We ensured that all relevant concessions had been applied to the account and forwarded the customer’s 
representative the Excess Electricity Concession28 application form. 
EWOV’s independent Financial Assessor completed an assessment early in the complaint to work 
through the customer’s financial situation and capacity to pay. The assessment found that the customer 
could afford to incrementally increase his payments from $62 per fortnight to $104 per fortnight over a 
four-month period. Once the customer was paying $104 per fortnight from January 2015, he was able to 
meet the household’s ongoing electricity consumption costs.
EWOV’s independent Technical Consultant completed an electricity audit at the customer’s home which 
found that the appliances, usage patterns, poor condition of the house and no insulation contributed 
to high electricity use. He provided the customer with advice about how to lower energy consumption, 
including replacing two old freezers and a wasteful heater with more efficient appliances.
28 See http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/for-individuals/financial-support/concessions/energy/excess-electricity-concession
“Over the years, 
the customer 
was sent multiple 
letters about 
energy savings 
advice and 
the availability 
of financial 
counselling, 
however he 
had not been 
provided with 
a home energy 
audit or a face-
to-face budgeting 
assessment and 
advice.”
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Outcome
The retailer agreed to provide the customer with further support on its hardship program, which 
included:
• completing a debt waiver of about $3,000 which reduced the customer’s account balance to 
$12,000
• taking EWOV’s independent advice, by providing a payment plan starting at $62 a fortnight and 
increasing to $104 a fortnight in four months
• matching each of the customer’s payments with an equivalent account credit while the debt 
remained over $2,000 (then reducing the frequency of the credit to every two successive payments 
when the arrears fall below $2,000 and every three successive payments when the arrears fall below 
$1,000)
• a direct contact for a higher level case manager.
The retailer also put the customer on its best tariff rate, and agreed to an additional over-the-phone 
energy audit and quarterly reviews of the customer’s account.
We referred the customer to the No Interest Loans Scheme (NILS)29 program should he, upon advice of 
his financial counsellor, wish to buy more efficient electrical appliances.
29 See http://nils.com.au/
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Pre-requisites for entry to hardship programs
Customers have told us that energy retailers have imposed barriers to entry into hardship programs by having 
pre-requisites before providing support.  For example, some customers were asked to first see an external 
financial counsellor before being offered a payment plan and hardship support. EWOV’s experience is supported 
by the opinions of financial counsellors who when surveyed for the Rank The Energy Retailer Report answered 
that many or most customers were asked to have a financial counselling appointment before being provided 
with hardship support30.
The requirement to first visit an external financial counsellor is often inappropriate, creates delays (sometimes 
months31) and allows debt to accrue. It leaves the customer without retailer hardship program assistance or 
government support, sometimes for several weeks. Also, there is a risk that the customer will disengage with 
their retailer as it can be a challenging experience for customers to make contact in the first place about their 
payment difficulties. This highlights the importance of early customer-retailer engagement and providing support 
in the first instance.
EWOV Systemic Issue (SI/2013/21) – Customer required to first visit an external financial counsellor 
before being given retailer hardship support
EWOV identified this pre-requisite for support as a systemic issue for one retailer (SI/2013/21). The retailer 
investigated EWOV’s concerns and confirmed that this requirement was not part of its financial hardship 
policy, however there was some customer confusion when financial counselling advice was raised by its 
credit management staff. The retailer briefed its credit management staff to ensure that no requirement 
for prior financial counselling is implied when its staff discuss payment difficulties and arrangements with 
customers.
30 See page 25, Financial and Consumer Rights Council’s Rank the Energy Retailer Report (August 2014), http://www.fcrc.org.au/fcrc-releas-
es-rank-the-energy-retailer-report/
31 See ABC article Families in outer Melbourne suburbs struggling to pay bills and put food on the table, survey finds (24 November 2014), where 
Kildonan UnitingCare told the ABC that demand for financial help had increased more than 100% in the last year - http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-
11-23/outer-melbourne-households-struggling-to-pay-for-bills-and-food/5899852
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THE NEED FOR SUSTAINABLE PAYMENT PLANS
Sometimes companies are not effectively assessing a customer’s “capacity to pay”, 
resulting in unrealistic and unsustainable payment plans.
Over the last few years, we’ve observed only a moderate rise in cases where customers complained about their 
payment plan. Payment plan cases increased 44% between 2009-10 and 2013-14, from 1,156 to 1,670 cases. 
However, relative to EWOV cases overall, which have almost doubled over the same period, this growth is less 
significant. Nevertheless, in analysing these cases and taken with our credit issues as a whole, we are concerned 
that some energy retailers are not providing customers with affordable payment plans based on their “capacity to 
pay”. This is the minimum level of support required under the Energy Retail Code32.
Under the Energy Retail Code33 and the Customer Service Code for Urban Water Businesses34 energy 
retailers and water corporations must assess a customer’s capacity to pay their account when negotiating 
a payment plan for a customer in financial difficulty.
The main support objective for retailer hardship programs should always be that customers on the program meet 
the costs of their ongoing energy use. To achieve this goal, customers need the hardship support options set 
out in the Energy Retail Code (such as energy efficiency advice, budgeting advice, government concessions and 
grants), together with early and sustained engagement from their retailer to minimise their exposure to account 
arrears. However, some customers (especially when first entering into a hardship program) cannot afford to 
meet their ongoing energy costs. Energy retailers are obligated to assess the customer’s “capacity to pay” and 
negotiate a payment plan which represents this capacity, coupled with a strategy to work with the customer 
through its hardship program. 
32 See Clause 72 of the Essential Services Commission’s Energy Retail Code (version 11) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/bd6bae17-f639-
4c68-a5dc-a4de803a48ae/Energy-Retail-Code-Version-11-January-2015.pdf
33 See Clause 72 of the Energy Retail Code (Version 11) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/bd6bae17-f639-4c68-a5dc-a4de803a48ae/Ener-
gy-Retail-Code-Version-11-January-2015.pdf
34 See Clause 5.4 (e) of the Customer Service Code for Urban Water Businesses (September 2014) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/
b2a40cfc-617a-4a24-80b4-4d521fa2c520/Code-Customer-Service-Code-for-Victorian-metropoli.pdf
FIGURE 2
Payment plan cases for electricity, gas and water over time
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We have found that sometimes companies do not assess a customer’s capacity to pay, instead offering 
unsustainable payment plans. They sometimes require customers to show a “willingness to pay” before receiving 
hardship support or demand a significant payment of arrears before reconnecting the customer’s energy or de-
restricting water supply.
By not making an early assessment of the customer’s capacity to pay and providing a sustainable payment 
arrangement, some companies are allowing customer debt to grow rather than addressing the affordability issues 
head-on. This inaction can set a customer on a path towards disengagement and eventual supply disconnection 
or restriction.
Unsustainable payment plans
In most of EWOV’s Credit cases it is evident that customers who came to us were unable to negotiate an 
affordable payment arrangement with their company, many having contacted us after their company had 
asked them to increase their payments. In some cases this was because customers presented only a minimal 
payment amount, however in most cases it was because their company sought a payment plan which was 
beyond the customer’s means and difficult for them to maintain over time. Also, in many cases where a payment 
arrangement was mutually agreed, we see the arrangement break down when the customer misses payments, 
suggesting that some customers feel compelled to agree to unsustainable arrangements or that household 
finances change.
Clearly, the inability to reach a mutually agreed payment arrangement is a primary reason why customers contact 
us for assistance. However, we are not privy to the number of company-customer payment plans which are fairly 
agreed upon and remain sustainable and ongoing.
“By not making an 
early assessment 
of the customer’s 
capacity to pay 
and providing 
a sustainable 
payment 
arrangement, 
some retailers 
are allowing 
customer debt 
to grow rather 
than addressing 
the affordability 
issues head-on.”
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CASE STUDY
The energy retailer was unable to engage the customer in a sustainable long-term payment plan 
(2013/58049 and 2013/72747)
Issue
The customer was unhappy that she was removed from her retailer’s hardship support program and had 
her gas supply disconnected. She had long-term chronic affordability problems and found it difficult to 
maintain her payment arrangements for both her electricity and gas accounts. Her retailer removed her 
from its hardship program and asked for payments of $270 a fortnight. She couldn’t afford this amount, 
yet her retailer would not provide any further assistance and consequently her gas was disconnected. 
She was waiting for an appointment to see a financial counsellor.
After the disconnection she called her retailer and then EWOV. Due to the customer’s apparent long term 
financial hardship, we bypassed the Assisted Referral process and raised the complaint as an Investigation.
EWOV’s Investigation
Responding to our investigation, the retailer advised that over six years the customer:
• was previously supported six times under its hardship program and removed each time because she 
could not maintain payments
• had payment plans ranging from $25 to $85 a fortnight
• was disconnected due to gas account arrears of $5,372
• was provided with a home energy audit in 2009
• did not return multiple URGS application forms 
• received the state government’s Winter Energy Concession, but no other concessions.
The retailer refused to accept the customer back onto its hardship program. This concerned us as it 
suggested that the retailer had exhausted its options and was not committed to providing a long-term 
sustainable solution to the customer’s payment problems. Also, we were not given full and clear records 
and notes to demonstrate the support that the retailer stated it had provided over the six years of the 
customer’s accounts.
Due to the long-term affordability issues and previous unsuccessful support from the retailer, we 
engaged Kildonan UnitingCare to visit the customer to carry out a home energy audit and provide 
financial counselling and budgeting advice. It found that the customer would often have her gas heater 
running continuously during winter, resulting in significant winter gas bills. The customer was advised to 
control her winter heating costs by turning down the appliance thermostat, reducing heating overnight 
(infrequently using electric blankets instead), isolating areas of her house to be heated, and insulating the 
heated area by closing windows, curtains and doors. Her hot water system was recently replaced, further 
reducing her gas costs. It was also suggested that the customer stop using her electric space heating, 
where possible. The auditor assessed that the customer could afford to pay $35 a fortnight on both her 
gas and electricity accounts, with a review of her circumstances in three months. 
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Outcome
The retailer accepted the customer back into its hardship program with a payment arrangement of 
$35 a fortnight on each of her accounts – electricity and gas. This arrangement was still less than the 
customer’s average energy costs, especially for winter gas use for heating. The customer committed to 
working with the retailer hardship team to implement the energy efficiency measures recommended in 
the independent audit to reduce her costs.
EWOV found that the retailer had not met the requirements of the Energy Retail Code in disconnecting 
the customer’s gas supply. The retailer did not make its best endeavours to contact the customer 
before the disconnection. The gas was off supply for over a day so a WDP of $265.63 was credited to 
the customer’s account. Her electricity account balance was $2,690 and her gas account balance was 
$5,776.
“The customer 
committed to 
working with 
the retailer 
hardship team to 
implement the 
energy efficiency 
measures 
recommended in 
the independent 
audit to reduce 
her costs.”
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Showing a “willingness to pay” before provision of hardship support
In some circumstances it may be fair and reasonable for a company to ask a customer who has received a suite 
of hardship support for a sustained period, to commit to regular consecutive payments before the support will 
continue. Sometimes however, companies ask that customers make a series of regular payments in full and on 
time, before assessing the customer’s capacity to pay and providing hardship program support. This is commonly 
labelled as showing a “willingness to pay”. We believe that such arrangements abrogate the company’s 
responsibility to make a hardship assessment and provide an affordable payment plan.
There are acute consequences in taking this approach rather than assessing the customer’s capacity to pay – 
notably, hardship support is delayed. This may result in the customer missing out on URGS and concessions, not 
receiving useful efficiency education and making associated consumption adjustments and delays in receiving 
financial counselling (when there are already long wait times). This situation could put enough undue financial 
pressure on the customer so that they disengage from the bill payment process altogether.
We have also received complaints where companies have asked customers, even without a poor payment 
history, to make several weeks of regular payments before putting the customer on their official hardship 
program. Again, this is so the customer can show their willingness to pay.
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CASE STUDY
The energy retailer would not provide financial hardship support until the customer showed a 
“willingness to pay” by making four consecutive payments (2014/41953 and 2014/42108)
Issue
The customer’s community worker contacted EWOV because the customer was having payment 
difficulties and was concerned that her electricity supply would soon be disconnected. She received 
Centrelink support and had a child with a serious medical condition. She explained her circumstances 
to her retailer and asked to be put on its hardship support program. The retailer told her that it would 
not put her on the program until the customer demonstrated a “willingness to pay” by making four 
consecutive payments of $35 a fortnight for electricity and $27 a fortnight for gas. 
The customer was only able to make one fortnightly payment on each account, as the amounts 
requested by the retailer were more than she could afford to maintain. The retailer then began collection 
activity and started the disconnection process. The customer received a disconnection warning notice, 
so spoke to her community worker who then contacted EWOV. The complaint was unable to be 
resolved using the Real Time Resolution process so was escalated to an Investigation.
EWOV’s Investigation
We liaised with the customer and her community worker to understand the customer’s financial 
circumstances and capacity to pay her accounts. The retailer explained that the customer had only 
been with it for 10 months, had made sporadic minimal account payments over this time and not been 
provided with any hardship support.
Outcome
The retailer placed the customer on its hardship program and agreed to a temporary payment plan of 
$10 a fortnight for each fuel pending hardship assistance. It agreed to provide the customer with over-
the-phone energy savings advice, a financial counselling referral and information about government 
support. It applied and backdated government concessions to the account and sent the customer the 
URGS forms. 
The customer understood that her payment arrangement would not meet her ongoing energy 
consumption and agreed to work with the retailer to reduce her consumption and manage her 
circumstances to try to increase her future payments.
“The retailer told 
her that it would 
not put her on 
the program until 
the customer 
demonstrated a 
“willingness to 
pay” by making 
four consecutive 
payments of $35 
a fortnight for 
electricity and 
$27 a fortnight for 
gas.”
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Requiring a significant payment before reconnecting supply
We are concerned that energy retailers are making supply reconnections conditional upon customers making a 
significant or full payment of arrears, without first assessing the customer’s capacity to pay. This is examined in 
more detail in the section about disconnections and restrictions on page 30.
How are energy retailers assessing capacity to pay in EWOV cases?
EWOV employs an independent Financial Assessor who works with customers, either over-the-telephone 
or at their home, to understand their household income, expenditure and budget. The Assessor also makes 
an independent assessment of the customer’s capacity to pay which helps our Conciliators make a fair and 
reasonable assessment of the complaint. We find that companies often accept the Assessor’s independent view.
We examined the Financial Assessor assessments made between 1 July 2013 and 30 June 2014. As part of each 
assessment, the Assessor provides advice about the customer’s capacity to pay and suggests an affordable and 
sustainable payment arrangement. We looked at 83 complaints, comparing the Assessor’s recommendation with 
how the retailer had assessed the customer’s capacity to pay before they came to EWOV. 
In 79% of the affordability cases examined, EWOV’s Financial Assessor recommended a payment arrangement 
which was less than the payment plan offered by the customer’s retailer, after its capacity to pay assessment. In 
only 10% of cases did the Assessor suggest a payment plan higher than that suggested by the retailer.
This suggests to us that retailers are not offering affordable and sustainable payment arrangements to customers 
in financial hardship before they come to us for assistance. However, this may partly be due to the challenge 
retailers face in engaging effectively with customers about their household budget. We know that sometimes 
customers do not feel comfortable fully disclosing their finances and therefore the retailer may not have enough 
information to make an informed assessment of the customer’s capacity to pay.
FIGURE 3
EWOV’s Financial Assessor ‘s payment plan recommendations compared to the retailer’s offer - 2013−14 
assessments
“In 79% of the 
affordability 
cases examined, 
EWOV’s Financial 
Assessor 
recommended 
a payment 
arrangement 
which was less 
than the payment 
plan offered by 
the customer’s 
retailer, after its 
capacity to pay 
assessment.”
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MORE CUSTOMER SUPPORT BEFORE DISCONNECTING 
AND RESTRICTING SUPPLY
Sometimes companies are not providing customers with an appropriate level of hardship 
support before disconnecting or restricting their supply for an unpaid account.
We have observed an alarming rise in energy disconnection cases over the past five years and we regularly find 
that many of the disconnections we assess for the Wrongful Disconnection Payment (WDP) do not follow the 
correct procedures. From 2009-10 to 2013-14, the number of actual energy disconnection cases has more than 
doubled from 1,434 to 3,039 cases, an increase of 112%. Over this same time, water restriction cases grew by 
142% – albeit from low numbers of 24 to 58 cases. Relative to the 99% rise in overall EWOV cases for the same 
period, the growth in these issues concern us.
However, the good news is that we are now seeing a decrease in energy disconnection cases. EWOV’s latest 
quarterly Affordability Report35 showed that we had a 16% decrease in total energy disconnection and water 
restriction cases between the July to September 2014 and October to December 2014 quarters. We are 
monitoring this trend and hope that it continues.
The ESC also reported a rise in total Victorian energy disconnections in 2013-14. In its Energy Retailers 
Comparative Performance Report – Customer Service (2013-14) the ESC documented the highest annual rates 
of disconnection it has ever recorded. In 2013-14, over 34,000 residential electricity customers and 24,178 
residential gas customers had their supply disconnected for unpaid bills – annual increases of 36% and 42% 
respectively36. 
35 See page 11, Quarterly EWOV Affordability Report (February 2015) - http://ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/14089/Affordability-Report.pdf
36 See page 28, Energy Retailers Comparative Performance Report - Customer Service (2013-14) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/Energy/Energy-retail-per-
formance-reports/Energy-Retailers-Comparative-Performance-Report-Pr
FIGURE 4
EWOV disconnection and restriction cases over time
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We are aware that in many of the EWOV disconnection cases customers have not been provided with all the 
hardship support options available under the Energy Retail Code and often have their energy supply wrongfully 
disconnected. Further, some retailers will only agree to reconnect supply if the customer pays their account in 
full or makes a significant one-off payment, disregarding the customer’s capacity to pay. 
Wrongful Disconnection Payments
Our case experience and the proportion of WDPs which are payable supports the view that energy retailers are 
not providing the appropriate levels of assistance to customers before disconnecting their supply. 
FIGURE 5
WDP outcomes over time 
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In 2013-14, 71% of EWOV’s finalised WDP assessments resulted in a payment by the energy retailer to the affected 
customer. A WDP was voluntarily paid in 36% of assessments and paid without an admission of liability from the 
retailer in 35% of WDP assessments. This proportion of paid WDPs suggests that retailers often don’t comply with 
the requirements of the Energy Retail Code when disconnecting supply37. Their non-compliance is mostly related 
to process issues, such as notice requirements, however we have also found many procedural shortcomings in 
the provision of hardship support to customers before disconnection.
37 See page 24, EWOV’s 2014 Annual Report - http://www.ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/13273/EWOV_2014_Annual_Report.pdf
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Wrongful Disconnection Payments due to affordability
In 2013/14 we received 322 cases where the energy retailer made a WDP to the customer because it did not 
provide the appropriate level of hardship support required under the Energy Retail Code before disconnecting. 
That equates to 1.3 cases every EWOV working day.
FIGURE 6
WDPs paid due to not providing appropriate level of hardship support - 2013−14 assessments
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The graph shows that where WDP is payable, the disconnecting retailer has often failed to comply with more 
than one affordability-related clause of the Energy Retail Code. In 46% of affordability-related disconnection 
cases, a WDP was paid because the retailer did not provide the customer with enough financial hardship 
information – about government concessions, URGS, energy efficiency, and the availability of financial 
counselling. In 32% of cases the retailer did not assess the customer’s capacity to pay and in 25% of cases the 
retailer did not offer the customer a payment plan at all.
Customers facing disconnection present complex circumstances that should be addressed within the framework 
of the Energy Retail Code to achieve successful engagement and medium-term payment commitments. We 
recognise that this engagement can be difficult to achieve, especially with the minority of customers who 
actively withdraw from their retailer. Therefore, we believe that companies should invest sufficient resources and 
cultivate expertise in staff to help more customers maintain a sustainable payment arrangement, underpinned by 
the support available, rather than having their energy supply disconnected.
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CASE STUDY
Before disconnecting the customer’s electricity supply, the retailer should have assessed his capacity to 
pay and been aware that he was in financial difficulty (2014/40641)
Issue
The customer was unhappy that his electricity supply was disconnected despite him making two recent 
payments. He lived on a rural property with his young family and is reliant on an electric pump water 
source. There was a delay of several months before he received his first electricity bill, then two arrived 
at once, putting his account in arrears. He had told the retailer that he was experiencing serious financial 
problems and it offered him a payment plan of $165 a fortnight. He missed payments and in August 2014 
received a disconnection warning notice. He then spoke again to his retailer and made two payments 
– $165 on 21 August 2014 and $200 on 27 August 2014. He believed this was sufficient as the company 
was aware of his financial situation. 
However, his electricity supply was disconnected on 8 September 2014. He contacted his retailer and 
then EWOV. We arranged for his electricity supply to be reconnected that same day and registered the 
complaint as an Investigation.
EWOV’s Investigation
Responding to our investigation, the retailer acknowledged that it should have assessed the customer’s 
capacity to pay and been aware that he was in financial difficulty. The disconnection was premature and 
the customer should have been offered support. It also recognised that the initial billing delay was caused 
by its representative mistakenly transposing numbers when recording the customer’s postal address.
We assessed whether a WDP was payable to the customer.
Outcome
The retailer apologised for the inconvenience caused to the customer and credited his account with 
$100 to recognise this, leaving an account balance of $1,400. It put the customer on its hardship program 
with a payment plan of $100 a fortnight and a commitment to offer the full suite of hardship support 
available on its program. The customer made an appointment to see a local financial counsellor.
EWOV found that the retailer failed to meet several Energy Retail Code requirements, including assessing 
a customer’s capacity pay and offering a second payment plan. The retailer acknowledged that the 
electricity disconnection should not have happened and made a WDP of $31.24 to the customer for the 
three hours his supply was out. 
“The 
disconnection 
was premature 
and the customer 
should have been 
offered support.”
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Putting conditions on reconnecting supply
We are concerned that energy retailers are making supply reconnections subject to the customer’s full payment 
of arrears, or a significant one-off payment, without regard to the customer’s capacity to pay. Customers have 
described being told by their company that their electricity or gas would not be reconnected until a large 
payment towards their account arrears was made onto their account, often several hundred dollars. Many 
of these customers had previously been provided hardship support and/or a payment arrangement by the 
company. Clearly this approach is taken with the objective of collecting debt using the powerful leverage of 
supply reconnection and the customer’s fear of being without an essential service. We believe that this is the 
wrong approach to take.
Under the Energy Retail Code38 and the Customer Service Code for Urban Water Businesses39 energy retailers 
and water corporations must assess a customer’s capacity to pay their account when negotiating a payment plan 
for a customer in financial difficulty. This obligation continues after a customer’s supply has been disconnected 
or restricted. When companies do not go through this required process, they are not meeting their obligations 
under legislation and/or codes. There are significant customer consequences to this approach, such as 
establishing unrealistic and unsustainable payment plans (see page 23).
38 See Clause 72 of the Energy Retail Code (Version 11) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/bd6bae17-f639-4c68-a5dc-a4de803a48ae/Ener-
gy-Retail-Code-Version-11-January-2015.pdf
39 See Clause 5.4 (e) of the Customer Service Code for Urban Water Businesses (September 2014) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/
b2a40cfc-617a-4a24-80b4-4d521fa2c520/Code-Customer-Service-Code-for-Victorian-metropoli.pdf
“We are 
concerned that 
energy retailers 
are making supply 
reconnections 
subject to the 
customer’s 
full payment 
of arrears, or a 
significant one-
off payment, 
without regard 
to the customer’s 
capacity to pay.”
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CASE STUDY
A customer living in public housing and having affordability issues was asked to pay $400 for his 
electricity to be reconnected (2014/2910 and 2014/2911)
Issue
The customer contacted EWOV about his payment difficulties and an electricity disconnection. The 
customer was also dissatisfied that his gas arrears of $520.77 had been referred to a debt collection 
agency without notice.
The customer told us that his electricity supply had been disconnected for about three days, but that 
he had not received a disconnection warning notice until after the disconnection occurred. When he 
contacted the retailer, it told him that he would need to make a payment of $400 for his electricity to be 
reconnected. The customer borrowed money to make this payment. When the customer contacted us, 
he was not on a payment plan, and the balance on his electricity account was $775.23. The complaint 
was handled as an Investigation.
EWOV’s Investigation
We spoke to the customer about his circumstances and what he could afford to pay towards his 
electricity account. The customer agreed to make an initial $10 payment, but wanted to speak with 
Centrelink before committing to a payment plan. In a face-to-face meeting, we spoke with the retailer 
about the customer’s affordability concerns for both accounts. The gas account had been closed, 
meaning that the customer was no longer eligible for a gas URGS or help through the retailer’s hardship 
program. 
A WDP assessment was made to determine whether the disconnection of his electricity was in 
accordance with Energy Retail Code requirements. 
Outcome
The retailer referred the customer to its hardship program and agreed to send him an URGS application 
form. Without acknowledging that the electricity disconnection was wrongful, the retailer offered 
to credit $750 (equivalent to the maximum WDP for the three-day disconnection) to the customer’s 
account. The customer was given a $20 a fortnight payment plan to pay the remaining balance on his 
electricity account.
The retailer also offered a two month extension for the customer to pay his gas arrears and confirmed 
that his credit rating had not been affected by the debt collection referral.
“When he [the 
customer] 
contacted the 
retailer, it told 
him that he 
would need to 
make a payment 
of $400 for his 
electricity to be 
reconnected. 
The customer 
borrowed money 
to make this 
payment.”
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Water affordability and the growth in restrictions
We have also seen an increase in water affordability and restriction cases in recent years and a marked growth 
in these cases in 2013-14. From 2009-10 to 2013-14, the number of water affordability cases grew by 174% and 
water restriction cases by 142%. We view this trend as an indicator of increasing water costs and growing water 
affordability issues.
The graph below shows the number of EWOV credit-related water cases received each financial year from 1 July 
2009. Credit cases include restriction of supply, payment difficulties and debt collection cases.
The number of credit-related water cases increased by 56% in the last financial year — from 242 cases in 2012-13 
to 378 cases in 2013-14. As a comparison, EWOV’s overall cases grew by just 10% over the same period. This 
trend suggests that, as water prices have increased, water affordability is a growing customer concern. This was 
recognised by the Essential Services Commission when in its 2013 Water Price Review40 it approved additional 
revenue of $5.25 million for metro water corporations to develop and improve their customer hardship programs. 
Early analysis of this measure suggests that water corporations have appropriately targeted the additional monies 
and customers and community agencies have commented positively about their experiences41.
On 1 July 2012, the Essential Services Commission introduced the Hardship Related Guaranteed Service Level42 
(GSL) to all 16 Victorian urban water corporations.  A water corporation is obliged to pay a customer $300 if it 
does not follow the prescribed processes set out in the GSL when restricting a customer’s water supply or when 
taking legal action, including making “reasonable minimum endeavours” to contact the customer and provide 
information about the hardship help that is available. 
40 See the ESC’s 2013 Water Price Review - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/water/water-price-review-2013-18
41 See the ESC’s Review of new hardship measures taken by metropolitan water businesses (December 2014) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattach-
ment/87746318-cfbc-4422-b1dc-eb05380824a5/Review-of-hardship-measures-taken-by-Metropolitan.pdf
42 See the Hardship Related Guaranteed Service Level Review - Final Decision (May 2012) - http://www.esc.vic.gov.au/getattachment/454fcbdd-b465-
48bd-9a17-2b3d3b8f7864/Final-Decision-Hardship-related-guaranteed-service.pdf
FIGURE 7
Credit-related water cases over time
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In the two-year period since the GSL was introduced, we received 83 cases where customers had their water 
supply restricted due to unpaid bills. In reviewing those cases, we found that 35 cases (42%) went to an EWOV 
Investigation where we assessed the GSL as payable in eight cases. The GSL was voluntarily paid by the water 
corporation without an admission of liability in 10 cases. 
We found that customer water account arrears when we opened an Investigation and assessed the GSL varied 
from $248 to $7,082, with $2,228 being the mean account arrears across the 35 Investigations. This suggests 
that water corporations could do more to engage early with customers before both parties are burdened with 
unmanageable debt.
“In the two-year 
period since 
the GSL was 
introduced, we 
received 83 cases 
where customers 
had their water 
supply restricted 
due to unpaid 
bills.”
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THE GROWTH IN DEBT COLLECTION
We have seen a large increase in debt collection cases over the past five years, when the 
effective provision of financial hardship support would have been a better option for 
customer engagement and payment.
EWOV experienced a 337% rise in debt collection cases between 2009-10 and 2013-14 (from 1,357 to 5,925 
cases). Noticeably, cases increased particularly sharply between 2012-13 and 2013-14, growing by 62%. This 
quick growth is considerable when compared to the corresponding 99% and 10% overall increases, respectively, 
in EWOV cases during these periods. We view this trend as an indication that, facing cost pressures, some 
companies have tightened their debt collection practices – they have increased their recovery of aged debt, 
more willingly chased non-payment, and had a greater focus on customers with poor payment history.
Nevertheless, we’ve noticed a recent fall in EWOV debt collection cases. Our latest quarterly Affordability Report43 
revealed that collection cases decreased by 17% between the July to September 2014 and October to December 
2014 quarters. 
Debt collection where a customer has identifiable affordability problems should always be a secondary approach 
to the recovery of account arrears. Energy retailers should remember their responsibilities under the Energy 
Retail Code to first provide customers having payment difficulties with hardship support options and to seek a 
sustainable payment arrangement. 
43 See page 17, Quarterly EWOV Affordability Report (February 2015) - http://ewov.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/14089/Affordability-Report.pdf
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EWOV systemic issue – Debt collection agencies pursuing monies already paid (SI/2014/45)
We found that several customers from a single energy retailer were being pursued by debt collection 
agencies for energy accounts which they claimed were paid. EWOV’s Investigation identified potential 
communications problems between the retailer and its debt collection agencies. 
In addressing the systemic issue, the retailer advised that it manually liaised with three different agencies 
and had recently experienced information delays and communication issues with them. The retailer now 
employs a single intermediary agent to act on its behalf in all dealings with the three debt collection 
agencies. This has prevented any further communications issues. The retailer believed that it now 
provides a more effective communication of account information and payment status to the collection 
agencies, minimising the number of customers being contacted about an account they had paid.
In many of our debt collection cases, customers described how they were contacted by debt collectors despite 
their retailer knowing they had payment difficulties and needed hardship support, such as having in place an 
affordable payment plan. Some customers told us how they informed debt collectors of their ongoing payment 
problems, but weren’t offered an opportunity to discuss their circumstances with their retailer. It was clear that 
the debt collectors lacked an understanding of the hardship support that energy retailers are required to provide 
and routinely would not refer customers to the retailer where a “capacity to pay” assessment and hardship 
support could be made.
It appears that some customers are contacted about increasing their regular payments, even though they are in 
a hardship program and on a “capacity to pay” payment plan.  A failure to agree to an increase sometimes results 
in the referral of the account to the retailer’s collections area or an external debt agency. We advise against 
companies moving to collection processes too hastily. A better and more sustainable approach is continued 
engagement with the customer while on the hardship program to help them reduce their energy use, manage 
their budget and receive government support. 
“A better and 
more sustainable 
approach is 
continued 
engagement 
with the 
customer while 
on the hardship 
program to help 
them reduce 
their energy 
use, manage 
their budget 
and receive 
government 
support.”
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CASE STUDY
The energy retailer did not engage early with the customer to provide hardship support, leaving her to 
discuss her payment difficulties with its credit collection team (2013/69516)
Issue
The customer was unhappy that her energy retailer asked her to increase her $60 a fortnight electricity 
and gas account payments. When she told the retailer that she could not afford any increase, it told her 
that it would therefore cancel her payment card. 
She continued to receive phone calls from the retailer’s credit collections team, which she thought were 
confusing and contradicted her earlier discussions. She believed that the retailer had subsequently agreed 
to send her a new payment card. She was told by the credit collections team that there were no contact 
notes in its system to indicate any previous discussions or payment arrangements.
The customer contacted EWOV for assistance. The complaint was unable to be resolved using Real Time 
Resolution processes, so an Investigation was raised.
EWOV’s Investigation
We found that while the retailer had entered into a payment arrangement with the customer and 
provided her with a payment card, it had not given her any support through its hardship program. 
This was despite providing the customer with a payment arrangement that fell just below her actual 
energy consumption and allowed her account arrears to grow. The retailer advised that the cost of the 
customer’s fortnightly electricity was about $70 and gas about $40. While the customer was evidently 
having affordability concerns, she was not eligible for an URGS.
We discussed with the customer her financial circumstances and the benefits of being on a retailer 
hardship program and helped her better understand her home energy use.
Outcome
The retailer apologised for not engaging with the customer earlier by providing hardship support. It 
applied a $200 credit to each of her accounts. The electricity balance was reduced to $1,344 and the gas 
account balance to $1,093.
The customer was put on the retailer’s hardship program with a fortnightly payment plan of $70 for 
electricity and $40 for gas. For every two consecutive fortnightly payments made on time while the 
customer’s account balance was over $1,000, the retailer agreed to make a payment of the same value. 
Under $1,000 it would make the payment after three consecutive customer payments. 
As part of the hardship support, the customer was referred to a financial counsellor and an external 
organisation for a free energy audit of her home, given information about government support and was 
provided with a direct hardship team contact. EWOV gave the customer information about the Home 
Energy Saver Scheme44. 
44 See https://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/communities-and-vulnerable-people/programs-services/financial-management-program/home-en-
ergy-saver-scheme/home-energy-saver-scheme
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We are concerned that sometimes retailers are not willing to recognise customer affordability issues, instead 
preferring to maintain the short-term recovery of account arrears at the expense of sustainable customer-
focused solutions. This creates systemic and unresolved payment problems, even if some of the demanded 
amount is received. The benefit is only short-term. In managing and maintaining payment from existing hardship 
customers, a more sustainable and effective method is customer engagement coupled with all the hardship 
support options under the Energy Retail Code.
Energy retailers should focus on the early identification of customer affordability issues. The best time for such 
identification is when either the customer first makes contact with the call centre, or where there are clear 
indicators of hardship, such as a combination of erratic payments, partial payments and issuing of reminder and 
disconnection notices  –  particularly when the customer is also a concession card holder and so might be more 
financially vulnerable. 
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CASE STUDY
After the customer was credit default listed, the energy retailer’s debt collection agents would not liaise 
with the customer’s financial counsellor (2014/37189)
Issue
The customer’s mother contacted EWOV. She was concerned that her son was credit default listed for 
electricity arrears and the retailer’s debt collection agency would not discuss the matter with her son’s 
financial counsellor. The credit default related to about $300 outstanding on the customer’s electricity 
account when he left his previous property.
The customer had ongoing health issues which impacted his ability to manage his affairs and left him 
with several debts. His financial counsellor provided a written authority to act to the collection agency 
with a view to negotiating payment of the debt. Nevertheless, the collection agency continued to directly 
contact the customer on multiple occasions, causing him stress and affecting his health.
The customer’s mother decided to contact his retailer directly, but despite several phone calls and 
providing a written authority to act form, she did not receive a response, so contacted EWOV. A 
complaint was raised with the retailer and handled using our Real Time Resolution process.
EWOV’s Investigation
The complaint was resolved when we spoke with the retailer and explained the customer’s 
circumstances and problems dealing with the collection agency.
Outcome
The retailer apologised for the communication problems with its collection agency and waived the 
customer’s debt of $357.48. The retailer arranged for the credit default listing to be updated to “paid in 
full”.
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EWOV systemic issue – customers contacted by debt collection agency chasing previously written-
off debts (SI/2014/34)
We registered a complaint from a customer who had received several persistent debt collection phone 
calls and letters, despite his energy retailer having previously waived the account debt. The retailer told 
the customer that it had sold a large number of account debts to a collection agency. 
Responding to our systemic issue investigation, the retailer advised that it experienced a problem when 
a batch of debts that had been previously written-off was inadvertently sold to the external collection 
agency. The retailer identified this mistake about two weeks later and recalled the debts. 
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CONCLUSION
This paper presents detailed information about EWOV’s growing number of affordability cases and indicates 
problems with the way companies manage customers who have difficulty paying their bills. Energy and water 
companies, governments and regulators all have a shared social responsibility to address this problem, so that 
Victorian customers are provided with an affordable essential service.
EWOV’s core role is complaint resolution. In performing this role we collect a multitude of case data about 
energy and water customer and industry experiences, and we monitor and analyse industry trends. We believe 
that over the coming years, affordability cases will continue to make up a growing proportion of work for energy 
and water companies and EWOV.  While many complex and diverse factors contribute to energy and water 
affordability, we believe that our stakeholders have a collective responsibility to respond to this growth, so that 
customers can pay their bills and stay on supply. 
In the paper we highlighted some key areas where action can be taken:
Ten actions for energy and water companies
1. Focus internal and external communications towards early customer engagement and the active 
provision of hardship support. 
2. Train contact centre staff to develop better relationships with customers and cultivate a broader 
understanding of affordability issues.
3. Focus on individual customer circumstances to provide more tailored and sustainable financial 
hardship support.
4. Provide sustainable payment plans based on a fair and appropriate assessment of a customer’s 
“capacity to pay”.
5. Remove any barriers to entry into hardship programs, such as asking customers to first see an external 
financial counsellor or show a “willingness to pay” before the provision of hardship support.
6. Refresh energy efficiency programs, with a view to providing more onsite home energy audits.
7. Review company procedures and processes to ensure that customers have easy access to hardship 
programs and information about the support available.
8. Provide customers with the required level of hardship support before disconnecting or restricting their 
supply and therefore reduce the high proportion of Wrongful Disconnection Payments which are 
made.
9. Stop putting unreasonable conditions on the reconnection of energy supplies, such as requiring a 
significant payment of arrears, and instead assess the disconnected customer’s “capacity to pay” and 
negotiate a sustainable payment plan.
10. Engage early with customers by providing financial hardship support and information before referring 
account arrears to debt collection.
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Six actions for government and regulators
1. Use the finding of the ESC’s Inquiry into best practice financial hardship programs of retailers45 to 
ensure that retailers adopt “best practice” when providing the appropriate level of hardship support 
under the Energy Retail Code.
2. Review the regulatory reporting framework to ensure that it adequately assesses the performance of 
financial hardship programs.
3. Work closely and collaboratively with the energy and water industries to understand the day-to-day 
difficulties they encounter in providing hardship assistance and maintaining customer engagement. 
4. Reinstate government funding for energy efficiency programs, such as the Home Energy Saver 
Scheme.
5. Recognise the growing importance of financial counselling in helping customers with energy and 
water costs by ensuring appropriate levels of funding to this sector.
6. Make it as easy as possible for eligible customers to access and apply for the Utility Relief Grant.
45 See the Essential Services Commission’s Terms of reference - inquiry into best practice financial hardship programs of retailers - http://www.esc.vic.
gov.au/Energy/Energy-Hardship-Review/Terms-of-reference-Inquiry-into-best-practice-fina
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
ESC – Essential Services Commission
EWOV – Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria)
GSL - Essential Services Commission’s Hardship Related Guaranteed Service Level
HESS - Home Energy Saver Scheme
NILS - No Interest Loans Scheme
URGS – Utility Relief Grant Scheme
WDP – Wrongful Disconnection Payment
GLOSSARY 
Complaint
A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction regarding a policy, practice or customer service performance of 
an energy or water company which is part of the EWOV scheme, where a response or resolution is explicitly or 
implicitly expected.
Enquiry
An enquiry is a customer’s request for general information (e.g. about the Smart Meter rollout). This information 
may be provided by EWOV or the customer may be referred to another agency.
Referred Complaint
EWOV does not know the outcome of these referred complaints, except where the referral does not resolve the 
issue for the customer and they come back to us. There are two types of referred complaints:
Unassisted Referral – where a customer has not yet spoken with their company about their complaint and they 
are referred back to the company’s contact centre.
Assisted Referral – where a customer has spoken with someone at their company’s contact centre about their 
complaint, but it remains unresolved and the matter is referred to a higher level complaint resolution officer at 
the company.
Real Time Resolution
EWOV’s Real Time Resolution Team receives failed Assisted Referral calls from customers and then works to 
negotiate a fair and reasonable resolution of the complaint – all within a one-call approach.
Investigation
A complaint for investigation is registered where:
• an Assisted Referral or Real Time Resolution case has failed, as the matter remains unresolved, and the 
customer has recontacted EWOV, or
• the matter is complex and unlikely to be resolved as an Assisted Referral or by Real Time Resolution, or
• the company has requested an escalation to an Investigation.
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ABOUT EWOV
Who we are, what we do
The Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) (EWOV) is an external dispute resolution (EDR) scheme, set up in 
1995 as Australia’s first electricity Ombudsman. Operating on an industry-based Ombudsman model, EWOV is 
completely independent of its industry, consumer, government and regulatory stakeholders.
We can deal with most sources of disagreement between customers and energy and water companies—
including the provision and supply of a service, the failure to provide or supply a service, billing, credit, payment 
arrangements, disconnection and restriction, marketing, transfer, poles, wires, pipes, meters, vegetation 
management and land. To 30 June 2014, we had handled over 500,000 cases from energy and water customers, 
mostly residential. 
Using alternative dispute resolution processes, we work to achieve efficient and fair resolution of complaints as 
early as possible. We’re not a customer advocate; neither are we an advocate for industry. Our role is to reach fair 
and reasonable outcomes, having regard to good industry practice and the law. 
From the cases we receive, we identify potential systemic issues and, as appropriate, report these to the relevant 
energy or water company and industry regulator. We put information about energy and water complaints, issues 
and trends into the public arena. We work with energy and water companies, regulators and consumer groups to 
drive customer service improvements and help prevent complaints.
Our policies and processes comply with the Benchmarks for Industry-Based Customer Dispute Resolution 
Schemes (National Benchmarks) published in 1997 by the Commonwealth Department of Industry, Science 
and Tourism. These National Benchmarks focus on the principles of accessibility, independence, fairness, 
accountability, efficiency and effectiveness. 
Our guiding principles 
• Independence: impartial complaint resolution, not advocacy
• Access: ready access for individual consumers
• Equity: fairness to all parties
• Quality: highest professional standards
• Effectiveness: high calibre people, supported by training and technology
• Efficiency: optimal resource use
• Community awareness: community awareness building
• Linkages: effective stakeholder links and working relationships
Purpose
EWOV’s purpose is to independently and efficiently resolve disputes between customers and energy and water 
companies in Victoria.
Goal
To be a fair, impartial and highly respected dispute resolution service.
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